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Virginia’s Community Colleges “Make It Work”
These remarks for the VCCS Higher Education Conference at the Homestead were delivered on December 5, 2012.

L

adies and gentlemen: good afternoon. It’s a pleasure to see so many friends joining us for this
year’s Hire Education Conference.

I remember the first one – just over a decade ago. There were only about 30 of us in attendance. We
have roughly ten times that number attending this year’s conference.
That growth is a reflection, I believe, of three things:
•

•
•

One is the growing importance our community colleges are placing on workforce
development. We’re no longer just talking about a couple non-credit cooking classes in the
back of your campus. The opportunities we are offering today are highly sought after by
employers and leading to great jobs;
Two is the growing importance our communities are placing on the workforce development
our colleges offer. Time and again, we are providing the training and education that seals big
economic deals – and helps existing employers compete and grow; and
Three is the success that we have enjoyed through partnerships with many people and
groups throughout this room, and throughout Virginia. Our colleges are at their best when
they can bring a community together to work through a challenge. And we are doing this
every day in workforce development.

You are in great company at this event. Sitting in the room with you today are folks from all 23
Virginia community colleges; our State Board; the Virginia Workforce Council; many workforce
investment boards; chambers of commerce and a number of other diverse organizations ranging
from Goodwill Industries to the Virginia Manufacturers Association to the Commonwealth Catholic
Charities. We’re delighted you are here and excited about what you can add to the conversation.
I would like to talk with you briefly today about three matters. The first is to give you a report on
our statewide, six-year strategic plan, Achieve 2015. We’re halfway through that plan now. I have
some great news to share about how we are doing.
Second, I would like to talk briefly about just a few of the legislative priorities that we are talking
about with lawmakers. Specifically, I want to talk about the priorities that affect what we do in the
workforce arena. There are a lot of moving pieces that will influence the 2013 General Assembly
session so I won’t get into the entire agenda. But I want you to understand that we put a great deal
of importance on the work you are doing.
Finally, I would like to talk with you about the need to share our community college success story; to
share it better; to share it more. We need to get out of the “Best Kept Secret Business.” We need to
get out of the bachelor’s degree or bust mindset that can keep people away from pathways that lead
to great careers. Throughout our communities, our commonwealth or our country, people don’t
know what it is that they don’t know and that isn’t serving anyone well.
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Achieve 2015 Update
Let’s begin with the good news. Some four years ago with the help of a dream team of community
college leaders we introduced an ambitious agenda called Achieve 2015. It was a bold six-year
strategic plan. It framed a public agenda, focused on meeting community needs. It began with a
series of open town hall meetings that, by design, included many community and business leaders.
Eighteen months, and a lot of work, later the taskforce produced the five-point plan you see behind
me.
Having reached the halfway point of the plan earlier this year, we thought it was time to dig in and
take a close look at what we have done. The results were surprising. We got most of it right, but not
all.
We were right about the plan. Achieve 2015 gave our community colleges a head start on those larger
public policy goals that would follow it from both Capitol Square and Capitol Hill. We were right to
set these stretch goals. It made us nervous at the time. The economy tanked as we were putting this
plan together. It would have been easy to just lower our sights and hunker down. Instead, we looked
around to see how many more people we could help.
So, what did we get wrong? We underestimated how many people would seek their future with us.
And we overestimated how long it would take us to achieve these ambitious goals.
Many of the goals contain references to something called a URP. That’s education-speak. The initials
stand for Under-Represented Populations. It’s a reference to students from lower-income families;
minority groups; or those who are the first in their family to attend college. In fact, I was a URP
when I enrolled in community college many years ago. When you consider the URP-related goals
tucked within those five focus areas, you see that we actually have eight goals contained within
Achieve 2015.
As we stand here today, ladies and gentlemen, it is a pleasure to share with you that we have already
met five of those goals! Moreover, we are on track to complete the remaining three.
Let’s take a quick look. Our first goal has two parts:
Increase the number of individuals who are educated and trained each year by Virginia’s
Community Colleges by 50,000 to an annual total of 423,000, with emphasis on increasing
the number from underserved populations by at least 25,000 individuals.
We are on track with the first part, now serving more than 400,000 people a year. We have already
surpassed the second part of the goal, however, increasing the number of URPs we serve by well
over 50,000.
The next goal deals with affordability and it also has two parts:
Maintain tuition and fees at less than half of the comparable cost of attending Virginia’s
public four-year institutions, and increase the annual number of students who receive
financial assistance through grants and scholarships by 36,000.
We are well within our tuition promise. Our comparable charges are just over one-third of what the
universities charge, well below the one-half point. And we are making substantial progress on the
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second part of the goal dealing with scholarships, where we are now awarding scholarships to more
than 71,000 students.
Our student success goal is another two-parter:
Increase the number of students graduating, transferring, or completing a workforce
credential by 50%, including increasing the success of students from underserved
populations by 75%.
To date, we have met both parts of this goal – another victory. We sought to break down some silos
through Achieve 2015, so our workforce mission is interlaced with our academic mission in areas
like student success.
However, our next goal focuses on our impact with employers:
Double the annual number of employers provided training and services to 10,000, with a
particular focus on high-demand occupational fields.
Because of your hard work we are scoring yet another victory on this goal. To date, we have served
more than 11,000 employers across Virginia.
And last, but by no means least, we have a fundraising goal that continues to pace our work of
diversifying our resources:
Raise at least $550 million in cumulative gifts and grants to support the mission of Virginia's
Community Colleges.
This is yet another goal where we are further along in progress than we are in time, and we feel
confident that we will meet or exceed this goal.
Every person in this room can rightfully celebrate this news. Each of your 23 colleges should be
proud of what they contributed to this. So please give yourselves a round of applause.
So, what now? Standing pat simply isn’t an option for us. Now is not the time to coast. The unmet
needs our colleges were designed to address are simply too urgent. We’re talking some guidance
from some geniuses – musical geniuses, that is: The Blues Brothers. Like John Belushi said in that
1980 classic movie, “We’re getting the band back together, man.”
We have reconvened the original taskforce that created Achieve 2015. They will recalibrate our goals
and see if perhaps we should add another – specifically in the workforce arena. That panel has been
hard at work and will submit a revised strategic plan to our presidents this month and to the State
Board for its January meeting. This is not to be confused with the on-going work of the VCCS
Reengineering Taskforce. That panel has 30 workgroups underway pursue aggressive strategies to
help us work better and smarter – so much material that I’ll save all those details for another speech.
I would invite you, however, to follow their work on our website: rethink.vccs.edu.
2013 Legislative Priorities
Second, I would like to share with you some of the priorities that we are pursuing for the upcoming
General Assembly session.
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As we continue to shape and articulate these priorities, we are mindful of a few things: One,
Virginia’s financial picture is not as dire as it was a few years ago. It remains strained, however, and
there is little to no appetite among state leaders for expensive new propositions.
Two, Governor Bob McDonnell and the General Assembly made an investment last year in higher
education that at least halted the year-over-year budget cuts that were becoming sadly routine.
And three, the “fiscal cliff” debate in Washington will impact Virginia’s budget, as is the case for all
50 states. We just don’t yet know the end of the story.
Federal and state funding
streams are woven
together, tapestry style, on
so many government
functions that it’s often
hard to tell where one
ends and the other begins.
We’ll begin to understand
that further when the
governor unveils his
budget plan in a few
weeks.
That said, the VCCS
legislative agenda is just
like the VCCS mission,
and our Achieve 2015
strategic plan: It prioritizes
community needs, not
institutional wishes. And it is designed to leverage previous investments and bolster proven,
effective strategies.
Let me share with you two of our priorities:
Workforce Services
A moment ago, I mentioned that we are serving more Virginia businesses than ever before when it
comes to customized training and other workforce development services. We need to keep our edge
to keep that going. That’s why we are asking for our Workforce Development Programs to be
included in the state’s Equipment Trust Fund, eligible to use up to $4 million of that fund.
This inclusion would help us replace outdated equipment. Employers want our students trained on
the most up-to-date equipment available and rightfully so. This is incredibly important in fields like
advanced manufacturing, engineering and health sciences where the evolution in what businesses
need is fast-paced. This is a matter of Virginia’s global competitiveness. Ensuring that our students
are learning the latest technologies and skills is critical to helping our existing employers, and
attracting new ones.
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Affordable Access
And we are pursuing several initiatives aimed at keeping college cost down for Virginia families. The
one that would seem to most directly impact your work is our request that lawmakers create a tax
incentive for contributions to our community college foundations that support scholarships and
equipment for STEM-H fields.
Perhaps you could call this the Heywood Fralin Tax Credit. We all cheered when he donated $5
million this past fall to Virginia Western Community College, mostly to fund STEM-H scholarships.
How many more philanthropy leaders and employers could be nudged to make similar investments
if this tax credit existed?
The General Assembly adopted a similar model last year to support scholarships for private school
students. Why not community college students? Why not for those pursuing industry certifications?
We think the model could help us leverage public-private investment in some key areas where
everyone is demanding we develop more talent, including our non-credit offerings.
Help Wanted: Storytelling
Whether we’re talking about advocating on behalf of these priorities or even just increasing the
awareness of what our colleges offer there is something we must collectively do better: We must
become better storytellers.
History, it is said, is a good story well told. Along those same lines, I believe our community colleges
are an amazing story that can be told better. Our community colleges helped create America’s
middle class; we made the American Dream tangible for millions of people; and we are routinely the
lynchpin for transformative economic development deals.
We change lives. We elevate communities. Yet, we bear the burden of an outdated image as high
schools with ashtrays. We bear the burden of an outdated reputation as the place you go when you
can’t get into a quote-unquote “real” college; And we bear the burden of reflexive comparisons to
four-year universities -- comparisons which are often as helpful as comparing ducks to turtles
because, you know, they both spend some of their time in the water.
We must do a better job at sharing our story. We give people a chance when others won’t. We give
people a second chance when others can’t. Much like Ellis Island years ago, our community colleges
are a beacon of hope to hundreds of thousands seeking the American Dream. We customize our
offerings to cater to what employers need and need now.
We are the only institutions of higher education in America that focus on unmet community needs.
My neighbors don’t understand this. Do yours? As community college leaders and supporters, we
are community college experts.
I wonder: is that expertise getting in the way? I wonder about what we miss because of what’s called
the Curse of Knowledge – the assumption that those around us know what we know.
Just like the people we hope to enroll, the people we ask for support don’t know what an FTE is.
They don’t understand why the nurse we just graduated came through a credit program while the
welder we just graduated came through a non-credit program. The ins and outs of accreditation bore
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them to tears. And a General Fund Budget, to many of them, sounds like something George Patton
would use to buy cigars.
Our community colleges practice an alchemy that transforms resources into opportunities for
individuals and, ultimately, better lives. These people need to see, to hear and to feel the impact we
have throughout our Commonwealth. All of this room have the ability – and I believe the duty – to
help them see it better.
Now is Our Time
The stakes have never been higher for our community colleges. Never in my 30-plus-year career has
the nation so desperately needed us to shine.
Today’s politics inspire little unity or agreement. But the need for more college graduates – and the
roll that community colleges will play in producing those graduates – earns attention and support
from across the political spectrum and at all levels of government. This is our time.
Last summer, we saw no shortage of headlines when America’s student debt surpassed a trillion
dollars. One out of every five American households now holds college loan debt. Those who are
lucky enough to have jobs have seen their pay cut or stagnate. Despite all that, college dreams are
alive and well. And smart people are aggressively hunting for affordable ways to pursue them. This is
our time.
Today’s global economy, as you well know, is driven by the staggering pace of technology. The
concept of lifelong learning is no longer just a warm-sounding idea. Instead, it’s becoming a means
of survival for families. Those moms and dads can no longer count on working the same job for 30years and retiring with a full pension and a gold watch. This is our time.
The wisdom of those who created our community colleges is only beginning to be understood. Our
community colleges are nimble; flexible; responsive; and geographically-dispersed. In other words,
they are exactly what’s needed to meet Virginia’s and America’s 21st century challenges. In fact, soon
after this century began, a sitting Virginia governor said to me that if we didn’t already have
community colleges we would have to create them immediately. And another Virginia governor –
one who was just elected to the U-S Senate – told me that community colleges are as important to
Virginia as the air that we breathe. This is our time.
When the odometer turns over again, when the 22nd century arrives, I believe people will look back
and say, yeah, this was the time when community colleges really came into their own; met their
potential; and shined brightly.
Though it’s a humbling thought: Our fingerprints, our names, will be all over that. What we are
offering you at this Hire Education Conference, I hope, will be some important steps on that
wonderful journey.
Thank you.
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